 Forests are essential to every aspect of life: by regulating water for many of the rivers of the world, they help secure water quality. They also lessen the effects of storms and floods and help to control erosion;
 As the most biologically diverse ecosystems on land, forests worldwide are home to more than half of all terrestrial species, from the great apes to the smallest of creatures;
 They also provide homes, security and livelihoods for 60 million indigenous peoples, whilst contributing to the livelihoods of 1.6 billion people worldwide;
 Forests are knowledge banks for biodiversity and education, provide inspiration and recreation and instil aesthetic and religious values.
Forests of the ESCWA region
In the Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) region forest resources are generally limited and their importance, therefore, often overlooked. However, the contribution of forestry to natural resource and environmental management and water catchment is significant and should not be underestimated. Most of the forests in the area are in fact considered to be of international importance and critically endangered from the point of view of biodiversity. 
A rich resource
The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 4 describes the forests of the region as being home to a variety of economically important plants; wild relatives of such crops as wheat, rye and barley and nuts and fruits, including pistachio, olives, walnuts, chestnuts, almonds, apricots, pears and apples. Boswellia papyrifera, the source of frankincense, is an important species from both economic and ecological perspectives in Yemen and the Sudan.
The Mediterranean Forests, Woodlands and Scrub ecoregion has the highest global rate of plant endemism 5 after the Andes, with about 12,000 different endemic species and with even higher rates found in the surviving forested areas of Mount Lebanon.
Forests in the region shelter both Palaearctic species such as brown bear, lynx, chamois and wolf and more subtropical species, including mountain gazelle, several subspecies of leopard, the striped hyena and jackal.
Forests are also important to significant numbers of breeding bird species and millions of birds pass through on major migration routes.
Riparian forests, adjacent to water bodies, regulate water flow, maintain water quality and help to minimize damage resulting from fast-floods, especially in dry regions where there is high risk of erosion. 
Main types of forests in the ESCWA

The challenges facing our forest heritage
The absence of adequate management and unsustainable use of their natural resources has serious impact on forests of the ESCWA region which today are mainly found in mountain areas. The Food and Agriculture Organization has pointed out that: 7  Illegal logging and the unsustainable collection of wood for fuel and forage, together with increased settlement of people and livestock in mountain areas, are a major cause of land degradation;
 The abandonment of traditional conservation systems like the hamiyaat and hima in West Asia, protected areas from which livestock are excluded, has increased grazing pressure and further loss of habitats;
 High population growth, poverty and rapid urbanization are putting enormous pressure on remaining forests which are still being destroyed at unprecedented levels;
 Virtually every country in the region has failed to reverse the loss of forest cover and, as a result, the total Arab forest cover dropped from 7.2 per cent in 1990 to 6.4 per cent in 2007; 8  Lebanon, the major regional source of timber from ancient times, now has only 13.3 per cent of forest cover left. The Sudan, with 28.4 per cent, is the only other country in the region where forest cover exceeds 10 per cent of the area of the country. Other member countries have little forest remaining.
Recommended action areas for the region
Action is urgently needed in the ESCWA region to rehabilitate existing forests and to create new ones:
 The surviving forests of the region are a vital green resource for the environment. They help to counter erosion and desertification, provide protection from flash floods and hold moisture and supply freshwater;
 Both timber and non-timber forest products can provide steady employment in rural areas;
 Forests are a unique and fragile resource for the people of the region, for ecotourism and for preserving biodiversity;
 More trees are urgently needed to counter desertification through the planting and replanting of forested areas, for windbreaks and shelter belts;
 Communities need encouragement to plant tree crops near villages, for firewood and as cash crops. Agricultural practices must reintroduce shade trees and under planting;
 Traditional forest management systems have largely died out and effective sustainable practices must be reinitiated;
 The shortage of tree nurseries in the region must be remedied, facilitating the reintroduction of native species;
 The entire region suffers from a chronic shortage of wood: an incentive to all to plant more trees.
Effective solutions to stop and reverse the loss of forest cover will only be possible if Governments develop visionary policies and legal frameworks that address communal management systems and property regimes in the context of current socio-economic and political realities. Greater public awareness of the value of forests must be fostered by Governments and all concerned agencies. Extensive land areas exposed to erosion fall within the domain of Governments and their Forest Services. The complex problems of afforestation, soil and water conservation should be studied together, as these are fundamental challenges for the ESCWA region.
ESCWA is actively working with member countries on broad issues that promote better stewardship of the environment and forests. These include the following initiatives:
 Coordination meetings with the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity and the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification to facilitate agreement between member countries and the exchange of experience on related national and regional strategies;
 Helping the United Nations Collaborative Programme on reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (UN-REDD) 9 to assist developing countries prepare and implement national strategies. The Sudan is a partner country;
 ESCWA is also coordinating with the Secretariat of the United Nations Forum on Forests at the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs to create awareness of Forests 2011 and World Environment Day and is urging member countries to do likewise.
